Remembering the right to health
Dec 10 marks Human Rights Day. This year, the day is devoted to the launch of a year-long UN campaign to celebrate the 50th anniversary of two landmark international covenants on human rights: the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which were adopted by the UN General Assembly on Dec 16, 1966 .
The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights is the most pertinent document for health. Article 12 calls for countries to recognise the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health. It states that the steps signatories should take to realise this right include those necessary for a reduction of the stillbirth rate and of infant mortality and for healthy child development; the prevention, treatment, and control of epidemic, endemic, occupational, and other diseases; and the creation of conditions that would ensure access to medical services for all in the event of sickness. In 2000, the definition and interpretation of the right to health in the Covenant broadened to include the right to not only access timely and appropriate health care but also the underlying determinants of health, such as access to safe and potable water and adequate sanitation; an adequate supply of safe food, nutrition, and housing; healthy occupational and environmental conditions; and access to health-related education and information.
Most countries have ratified the Covenant, and those that have not have ratified other international human rights treaties that recognise the right to health. Yet, worldwide, failure to invest in health systems, tackle the social determinations of health, and address harmful policies and practices frequently increases the risk of ill health, especially for poor, marginalised populations. In the lead-up to the 50th anniversary of the Covenant and the start of the new era of the Sustainable Development Goals, countries should remember what the document enshrines and what the right to health actually means. Good health-and the conditions that support it-are a right for every citizen, not a privilege. n The Lancet
